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The Loose Palace of Exile
 
By John Thomas Allen
(with thanks to Vicky)

 
                How does one discern between a learning disorder like NVLD (non verbal learning disorder), 
which is rightfully characterized by experts like Byron Rourke and Pia Savage as a series of frustrating, 
often maladapting traits which should be addressed in early adolescence, and other disorders which are 
more pro social and adaptive to the environment society presents us with?
                As is usually the case, lived experience trumps all else. This is the purpose of all the wild, 
sometimes dismal, stories I have provided. My inpatient experiences at New York State Psychiatic 
Institute have a purpose in their telling: how does an outwardly "normal" adolescent, without considering it 
on any core level abnormal, end up in a locked state psych ward with nothing but a small mood disorder? 
How does a person with a set of interpersonal skills, nicely honed, well spoken, slip through the 
cracks bit by bit in that fashion with superb schooling?
                Though it was hardly just my NVLD which landed me there, it easily could have been. At this 
point I'd like to give an example from earlier in my life.
                After being (the most polite way I can put it) referred out of Christian Brothers Academy (the 
alumni telling my mother and father they just "didn't know what to do with me") I was transferred to a 
nearby public school, Albany High School.
                My vision is bad. Since age 10, I think, I've always had to wear some manner of visual aid, 
glasses until the age of 14 or so, I think. (I lost them constantly along with everything else, which was an 
early sign that my cognition wasn't really clear as a mirror and a habit others with this disorder have to an 
alarming degree.) In the year that I attended Albany High, I never wore my glasses once.
                Reason: being removed from my cultural context with this sort of jarring abruptness put me in a 
strange mindset .) So ashamed of being ashamed of being who I was, this negated freak on two legs with 
a taste for books and a mind empty of basic math, I didn't care about my NVLD. 
                Walking through the Fort Knoxish, labyrinthine complex  where my book bag--now nothing more 
than a pile of crumpled papers from CBA, where I still longed to be but now hated on a level I wouldn't 
quite understand till later on when that hatred manifested itself--was checked by beefy, suspicious looking 
men with steel wands, I didn't care. What happens when an adolescent (or indeed, anyone of any age, 
but perhaps most especially an adolescent) really stops caring? Destruction.
                The continual blur that presented itself to my bumbling view while making my way through the 
enormous halls was akin to calliope of spectral hues incarnating themselves in small increments, 
knocking me to and fro.
I spent the majority of time on a prisonlike throne; a steel toilet flanked on either side by graffiti, some 
vulgar and some not.
                I had received a schedule of some sort. The day I visited what was flippantly termed "The High" 
by people who didn't go there, a student I knew from CBA introduced himself to me. We had never been 
on the best terms, but the momentary disappearance of the past in a chaotic, foreign environment is 
always pleasant. Whatever friction you had disappears; the coupling of shared identity and background 
takes the place of all else.
                The cafeteria, which looked nothing so much as a bomb shelter slopped here and there with 
food and students barking at each other seemed a far cry from where I'd come from. My rotund friend 
must have recognized the look of culture shock on my face and stated baldly: "Yeah. Things are different 
here."
                That day there was a "weapons surrender," a term meaningless to me until I saw the nunchuks.
   It wasn't anything dramatic; the tall, lanky Asian kid who had boasted about having them was escorted 
by two police officers to the principal.
      That day I was introduced to him.



  "We're glad to have you here, Mr. Allen."  He reminded me of David Lynch; pencil eraser shock of white 
hair and everything else.
Whoosh," he said, taking a breath. I asked about what had happened.
"Oh, he made a threat. He's gone." 
I mentioned my learning disability. 
 He told me I was going to be in "some classes for that".  
                My stomach began to curdle.
           The sensation of a big nose leaning into my face was experienced violently. I wasn't wearing 
glasses or contacts. His nose looked like the portal to a fly he couldn't see.
                "Is everything alright, John?"
            Internally I was shutting down. It must have shown on my face. My frayed nerves had taken full 
hold of me. I'd always managed, just by the skin of my teeth, to avoid special ed. Though I'd never put 
much effort into school on any serious level, I did on that count. I asked if I would be in any classes with 
my friend.
           "Noooo" he said slowly, amassing the paperwork he had on me.  "Your grades don't reflect that."
           "We've talked with some of the faculty at your old school," he said with an alarmed, shiny polident 
smile.
            "They've conveyed to me that you're well intentioned, but you need help with certain tasks. Math 
especially."
          I wanted to find out who, exactly, they had spoken with at CBA. I wanted to know so I could send 
whoever it was a big jar of urine.
                I nodded my head for the rest of the conversation, took my schedule, and threw it away at some 
point, or lost it. This became a pattern that year, me nodding my head.  Upstairs I had become a thing the 
outer world had to tolerate, and the outer world itself had become a vortex with little sense or meaning. 
                It was nothing if not a novel year. I was put in classes with kids who had never had an 
education and would probably never be afforded one; I would sit through hours of Rowan Atkinson 
portraying Mr. Bean with his understated humor during Science class.
                The teacher, who seemed positively overwhelmed by the atmosphere of relentless socializing 
and spent most of his time talking with me about Pearl Jam, also brought in VHS tapes of "Faces of 
Death" to keep us occupied. All of us lost our breath when a woman crossing the railway a tad too early 
was reduced to mincemeat by a train.
                                "Word bond, guy," a muscular classmate standing next to me exclaimed when the 
close up on the woman's corpse was shown.  "She dead."
                  I was fond, for some reason, of sitting in the waiting room to the guidance counselor's office.  
She spoke to me a few times, but I must not have told her much of what was going on. 
Everything was a blur. What was I going to say? I'm learning disabled and no one knows how to deal with 
it, least of all me.  
My school basically fired me. Nowadays all I do is walk around in the local park and hide from people. 
All this and I haven't touched a drug yet.   I can't even see you right now. 
I don't know the difference between the A side and the B side of the school, so maybe I'll just sit here 
where it's safe and no one will find me out.
                Looking back, this was exactly the time to talk, and talk a lot. 
               Naturally, I was completely silent. 
                I wasn't schooled to complain like that, though. 
I kept thinking back, as if clinging to my one spot of normalcy, to my friend I still hung out with 
from Summer Camp. But even he was turning on me; a sadistic delight grew in his eyes
 when I held my fork awkwardly--a common trait of those with NVLD, stemming from a
 difficulty with motor function--and he would look knowingly to his father, 
stating flatly: “You hold your fork like a five year old.” Later on in life he would tell me
that blaming my learning disorder for the difficulties I was having was like "blaming my left 
knee."



  There was a racetrack on the outside of the school. Sometimes I would rob the already impoverished 
library and take collections of poems by Baudelaire, books by the contradictory German aphorist Friedrich 
Nietzsche, 
and fantasize about being a writer.  Along with the books I would take all the pills I'd began buying from 
CVS. Unisom, LSD when I could get it, sleeping aids, caffeine pills, anything that changed how I felt.   The 
world had taken on a disturbing, malevolent, even,  quality.  I was not accepted. No one really noticed 
me except a short Persian girl named Medea who would whisper "Hi" as the world passed by in an 
ephemeral nod. This would not be the end of my journey; I was hanging from a beam 
of incommunicativeness, frozen in a psychic oasis, and had little sense of the 
future--if it would even happen was a good question. It most certainly would--my 
life would continue-- and my year at Albany High would be something I'd make it 
a life mission to spare any other person with NVLD from enduring. 

John Thomas Allen is a 33 year old poet from New York.  His numerosity is 
numerous in recent poetry mags, including "Spectral Realms" and "The 
Adirondack Review", and in 2014 Ravenna Press published a surrealist 
anthology entitled "Nouveau's Midnight Sun: Transcriptions From 
Golgonooza and Beyond", based on the 2012-2014 surrealist movement 
("The New Surrealist Institute") led by him.  David Lehman, David Shapiro, 
and  Sutton Breiding were a few who made it into print. Currently he is 
assembling another anthology which harkens back to Aubrey Beardsley 
and the original "Yellow" decadent books with a group of speculative genre 
poets like  Bruce Boston, Don Webb and Eric Basso. He would recommend Peter 
Flom's "Screwed Up Somehow But Not Stupid" to anyone interested in how to live with Non 
Verbal Learning Disorder.



           Schizophrenic Meadow

By Todd Hanks

There’s a meadow where sanity departs,
On a planet inside my heart,
A field inside my mind’s deep space,
Where lucidity is erased.
Tower-tall flowers and bus-sized bees.
The river is a current of electricity.
Blue butterflies have fangs and claws,
And blood dripping from their jaws.

The metal grass is diamond-blade sharp.
Glowing deer run through the dark,
With open mouths breathing sparks.
A mole in a suit picks a harp.
Millions of earthworms crawl through air.
The sun’s a giant bird with flaming hair.
There’s ice and snow in every season.
The moon’s a specter laughing for no reason. 

Todd Hanks is a schizophrenic individual who lives at the Lake of the Ozarks. He 
is a local author and playwright, and his creative writing has appeared in 
Asimov's Science Fiction Magazine and the Kansas City Star. 
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By Edward M. Turner

Rosemary fled the kitchen, ran  through both the dining room and the living room 
past Grandpa watching TV, and out the screen door to the porch. The screen door 
hung open and slowly swung shut with a bang. Quiet descended as if invisible 
dust settled after the passing of a rogue summer windstorm.

Grandpa got up and went out to the kitchen. Grandma and his daughter Thelma 
sat at the supper table. Potatoes boiled on the gas stove.

"What was that all about?" Grandpa asked.

Thelma had tears in her eyes. "She won't eat."

Grandma's grim expression affirmed this.

"Why?" His mouth watered just thinking about the big hen roasting in the oven.

"Rosemary started this after her father.. She worshiped him. Now she won't eat." 
Thelma bowed her head and wept. Grandma put a hand on Thelma's shoulder.

Grandpa looked out the window. On a hill in the distance was a gathering of 
houses, a grange hall, and a white Methodist church. He couldn't see it, but knew 
a little cemetery lay behind the only church of North Lars Hill.

"Don't set a place for her. I'll see what I can do. When will it be ready?"

"Soon," answered his wife. She listened and nodded as he explained.

Grandpa found Rosemary on the porch hunched in a corner, her face to the wall. 
He gently shut the screen door, walked to the railing and leaned on it. A wood-
truck loaded with logs drove by, and downshifted to make the next hill.

"Someone's hauling logs on a Sunday." He glanced at Rosemary, looked away.

She peeked at him, turned away.



Across the road was a huge haystack in a field. "I use to help build that pile of hay 
each summer. Neighbor kids played in it all the time. Got old Alfred pretty mad."

She didn't look.

"He's not around anymore. Those kids who played in the hay, they build the stack 
now. And they let their own kids play in it.” He paused. “ Times change, I guess."

She didn't look.

"Your Grandma," Grandpa sighed. He shook his head, watched as a red-breasted 
robin pulled a worm out of the lawn then flew to a low branch of a sugar maple.

She peeked.

"And your mother." He shook his head again, gazed over the haystack at the blue 
mountain on the horizon. Afternoon cumulus clouds floated in a copper-tinted sky.

"What's the matter?"

He turned to see Rosemary staring at him with solemn blue eyes. Her auburn 
ponytail lay on one shoulder.

"Well, the womenfolk keep getting after me to eat. They say I'm old and need the 
nourishment. I am old, but I can't eat too much at once. They won't listen. Today," 
he shrugged, "I just don't know. That hen in the oven looks awful big."

He sighed.

She got to her feet and approached him, took his large gnarled hand in hers. "I 
know what you mean," she said in a quiet voice.

"I wonder," his face lit up. "Rosemary, could you help me?"

"How?"

"At supper, sit in my lap. If they see me eat a little, what can they say? You can 
help me clean the whole plate. Will you help your old Grandpa?" he pleaded.

That night Grandpa had seconds... and thirds.

~



"It's such a little thing, except he won't do it."

"He's suffered a major loss."

"According to the reports, he lost all interest soon after."

"Have you talked with him about--?"

"No. He avoids the subject."

"Well, Nurse, he must cooperate so we can monitor his system. No complications 
with the operation, but--"

“I know, Doctor. I know."

They glanced at the shrunken white-haired figure sitting on the bed before a 
bedside table. A plastic lid covered his dinner platter. It remained covered. The 
patient was dressed in an off-white johnny and foam rubber slippers. He gazed 
unseeing out a window at the hospital's back parking lot. The world lay smothered 
and silent on the other side of the thick glass. To the west a twenty-story 
apartment complex hid the setting sun.

"The colostomy is temporary."

Sea gulls raided a dumpster at the end of the parking lot. Ripped trash bags 
fluttered. A car cruised by looking for an empty spot. The driver ignored the birds.

"He simply won't."

A radiator creaked. They couldn't hear him breathe. He sat motionless. Murmurs 
drifted in from the hall as a patient was wheeled on a gurney. Someone entered 
the room, stopped just within the door.

The doctor peered over his glasses. The nurse came forward, hand extended. 
"You made it," the nurse said in a low voice.

"Yes, customs didn't take long."

The doctor took the elbow of the nurse and together they walked past a spare bed 
and left the woman alone with their patient.

She lay her purse on the bed, took off her coat. "It's awful cold outside. Paris is a 
lot warmer."



No response.

She sat beside him, ran her fingers through his hair. "They forgot to give you a 
comb. You look like a rooster."

His gray eyes were cloudy.

"I haven't been home yet to visit the church and--"

He swallowed, sniffed.

"I got right on a plane, Grandpa, soon as I heard about Grandma. Our apartment in 
the village doesn't have a phone."

The intercom paged Dr. Brookes to the front desk. Twice.

"The airport food was so horrible, I couldn't eat a thing."

He turned to her, saw a beautiful woman without makeup, auburn hair in braids. 
The fog in his eyes cleared. He looked down for the first time, lifted the cover, 
smiled through his tears.

"I have salt packets in my purse," Rosemary offered. She leaned into him and 
kissed his cheek, picked up the plastic silverware. "Is that chicken?"

"Yes. I, I think it is."

She placed a fork in his hand. "We're going to need more food."

He pressed the call button.

            Edward M. Turner  lives and writes in Biddeford, Maine, with his wife Amy 
and her black cat Fannie.

            My stories and essays have appeared in The Orange Willow Review, Maine 
Sunday Telegram, Terrain Journal, Fortean Bureau, Spring Hill Review, and a 
number of times in The North Shore Sunday, Sun Journal and Flying Horse to 
name a few.



            My novel, Rogues Together, won the 2002 Eppies Award for best in Action/
Adventure. Recently I completed another.



This Body

By Hayley Mitchell Haugen

 
Where are your ears? 
I ask my niece at fourteen months, 
and she grasps them in a vice-grip of hands. 
Her nose she finds easily 
with one steady, sober finger, 
and at night she brushes her six small teeth, 
smiling at her mother, waiting for the praise 
that follows this big event.
 
Each day is a brand new discovery, 
the complete joy of bodily uses
and acceptance of her parts. 
For weeks she walks with her shirt hiked up 
under her chin, exposing the belly 
she proudly rubs and rubs. She climbs 
and rolls and jumps, and I am amazed 
at how fast she grows, and how perfect. 
 
I am relieved that I won't be the one 
to tell her about the hair that will grow
in unexpected places or about breasts 
that will emerge, and make even her, this ball 
of confidence, self-conscious at thirteen, 
so that she'll carry her Catholic school books 
closer to her chest when passing boys in the hall.
 
I want to be a good Aunt, to give her advice, 
should she come asking. I will tell her to eat 
right and to keep moving, and not to worry about 
the boys. And should, in her innocence, she say 
that she wants to be just like me, I will smile 
and thank her, and not remind her of this sickly 



frame I'm in, or that constantly I'm wondering 
what lurks inside to strike her down.

 

 
Inheritance

By Hayley MitchellHaugen

  
              I.
 
Great Aunty Sissy’s amber beads are packed
haphazardly in Mother’s jewelry box – 
a cardboard affair, gray tape curling up 
on two squashed sides – the gold chain tangling 
itself amongst tarnished Disney charms, the yellow 
curative glass scratching up against vending machine 
mood rings as if it didn’t know any better.
 
              II.
 
My mother has been ill for weeks, the dark cloud
of diagnosis hanging over all of us as we wait 
for test results. When they tell her it’s Lupus,
I am relieved, it seems, more so than the others.
I say, Welcome to the wolf pack; this is something 
we’ve dealt with. She thinks though, that I will use this 
against her, blame, a new theme in my poems.
 
              III.
 
The beads, we’ve figured, are antique now, 
from the 1890’s when Sissy was in her teens.
I suggest an appraisal, but my mother hesitates,
asks, You wouldn’t ever sell them would you?
as though I can’t picture fat Aunty Sissy dancing
at age eighteen; as though I don’t feel the same dull ache 



that burrows in my mother’s bones; as though I don’t know 
what I, too, may pass along to my own unborn daughters, 
and they to theirs, forever.

 Hayley Mitchell Haugen holds a Ph.D. in 20th Century American 
Literature from Ohio University and an MFA in poetry from the 
University of Washington. She is currently an Associate Professor of 
English at Ohio University Southern, where she teaches courses in 
composition, American literature, and creative writing. Her poetry, 
creative nonfiction, and critical essays have appeared, or are 
forthcoming, in The Brock Review, Proteus, Rattle, Spillway, and 
other journals, and the critical anthologies, The Body in Medical 
Culture; On the Literary Nonfiction of Nancy Mairs; and Stephen 
King’s Contemporary Classics: Reflections on the Modern Master of 
Horror.
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By Diane Baumer

Steps.  Words in a sentence,letters in a word, number of lines in a paragraph.  
Floor tiles, ceiling lights, slats that make up a window blind.

I count.  Anything and everything.  Odd is better than even(always) except when 
I'm counting with my hands or feet -- then, the counting always has to start right 
and end left, which makes the number even. I think that has something to do with 
coming full circle, with closing an opening.  But whatever it is, I usually tap out an 
extra, so there is an odd number to finish.  Evens seem so very, very unlucky.

It used to be much worse, more involved and detailed.  Counting the number of 
times I blinked and,therefore, saw an object…making sure it was an odd number.  
If something happened to interfere with the pattern, looking away and back again, 
to make up for it, all the while being certain that wherever I looked, I maintained 
the same "odd" number.

As far back as I can remember, everything has always needed to be done in 
multiples of odd numbers.  To not do so created incredible anxiety. Scratching an 
itch, brushing my hair, buying things (1 or 3, never 2),structuring my sentences, 
coughing, sneezing, everything.

It wasn't until I discovered that my ability to see labels beneath objects that 
spelled out the name of that object was vastly different from the way others 
perceived the world that I started to think about other things that made me 
different.  I thought everybody counted. Somebody mentioned that we used to 
count steps a lot, at the apartment, and at school.  And then, I remember running 
back right before the bell in high school to recount steps that I thought I might 
have miscounted, and hiding it, and I realized that some part of me knew I was 
different.And then another somebody said that I still do this because, until now, 
many months after this discovery, I wasn't consciously aware of it.  But as I 
thought about it, I realized I knew the number of steps in various public and 
private buildings, the number of letters in many words without having to count 
them and, as I began to give fuller attention to the body, I noticed that counting 
was almost as involuntary for me as breathing.



There's no rhyme or reason to my compulsion.  I can very vividly describe what I 
do, and how things must be, but not why.  I've yet to uncover the obsession or 
obsessions that drive it.  Even though I like to think that it is getting better, I really 
think that it is simply existing, as it always has, at a deeper level, because at times 
of increased anxiety, it comes out in full force.  And I occasionally test myself.  
Though I can't remember counting steps in a particular building or number of 
letters in a certain word, I always know how many there are.

The most difficult thing about being quietly different from others is that feeling of 
needing to hide a part of yourself.  I want to be accepted as I am, quirkiness and 
all.  I have a dissociative disorder and it seems that the more I learn about the role 
that plays in my life, the more I begin to discover that the quirks I uncover are not 
directly related to the dissociation as I first thought.  The hardest thing I think I'm 
learning is to accept all parts of me as they are -the others, the behavioral quirks, 
everyone and everything – and people aroundme are much more likely to accept 
them as well.   It doesnʼt always work out that way, though.

Itʼs like with those labels I mentioned. It seems that every time I notice something 
thatʼs unusual about me, itʼs something weird or something that nobody has ever 
heard of.  And itʼs always something I think everybody does or hears or sees, 
because Iʼve never known any different.  Itʼs been a very long road for me and Iʼm 
alot smarter than I used to be, but I still learn new things every now and then.

I was messaging with a friend of mine one day when he commented on a small 
brown animal he could see out his back window.  Sqirell. I didn't get it.  How was it 
possible for anyone to be such a perfectly bad speller?  I asked my best (and I 
might add, most patient) friend this, while I replied that he ought to know this 
word was spelled s-q-u-i-r-r-e-l.  He sent me a smilie, and asked how often a 
person really needed to spell that word – and thus began our dance, and my 
spiraling into a world both warmly familiar and terrifyingly strange.

It wasn't until that very moment that I started to realize that I process the world in 
a very different way than do other people.  I'd always been unimaginably impatient 
with others who misspelled words, because my environment provides no excuse 
for it.  When I see an object or hear an idea, it comes with a label attached. The 
bus passing me on the street is accompanied by its own sign beneathit that reads 
"b - u- s" and,as people talk, their conversations come to me as words and 
sentences in a book.  Itʼs a little like watching those childrenʼs shows like Sesame 
Street,where all the objects are labeled beneath with black lowercase letters.

If I see an object or hear something in a conversation that whatever does my 
spelling for me can't process, it comes to me missing letters,or misspelled.  I'm 



not sure how I know,but I always know the word is misspelled.  So I might see a 
word for an unfamiliar particular Native American tribe as "Iriquois," or"Ir quois."

I could never understand how people could deal with the constant intrusion of 
these incorrectly spelled or incomplete words. To me, it's like a visual assault, and 
the only way to ease its effects is to correct the spellings.

Learning that not everyone perceives the world in this way was confusing, and a 
little scary for me.  It felt a bit like a gift, and a little bit more like some stupid joke 
somebody was playing on me. It has always been distracting, although as Iʼve 
gotten older, the letters have faded to a degree and have become easier to ignore.

It also has led me to wonder how many different ways people perceive this world 
that they just don't talk about, because they either think that everybody is the 
same, or they know that they are different.

Diane Baumer has an MA in Creative Writing from Antioch University Midwest 
and has just completed work on a memoir. Diane’s work has appeared in The 
Albatross (Romania), This is Shibun (Japan), Many Voices, Frogpond, Streetlight 
Magazine, Haiku International, South by Southeast, the Girls Trek Too blog, and 
several others.
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By Ana Garza G'z

 
When he was younger he “gave music
lessons to a blind kid who could hear a piece and play it
exactly.” He tells me because I’m blind. I almost say
I had lessons too, an upright piano
and sheet music on my lap, hours of fingers scrabbling
over crisp paper, over keys, left hand, right hand, two
hands together, no ear
to save my life. He asks me how I spend my day.
 
I teach English at the local university.
 
We’re there together because the growth hangs from a stem
behind my knee, slapping my calf as I walk.
Now it’s time for me to get up on the table,
“a series of metal boxes with plastic cushions, covered
in paper.” The description is exact.
So are his details about placement and height.
He hovers beside me, in front of me, behind me,
my more perfect shadow shifting, as I move forward, trail
the metal edge with the back of my hand, gauge
the climb with the toe of my sandal.
 
The kid has slipped away from him, the one whose hands knew



where to go, what to do, when.
 
I almost ask what instrument, but he’s telling me
to lie on my side, to bend my arm and leg
beneath me so as not to fall, to relax while he eases
around the table, taking up my ankle
in one hand, lifting it to position
the fingers of the other hand on the alien knot of skin.
 
I wonder again, what instrument.
 
He’s standing squarely in one spot, left hand rising
to straighten the leg, to watch the muscles at calf
and thigh, lowering to bend, rising
steadily, pausing, holding; right hand flexing
two fingers into the mass, into the stem. (Maybe a violin
or a guitar—something with a neck and strings—or a tuba
with a slide, one of the instruments that separates
note from note by fusing touch and distance.)
 
He’s pressing one fingertip, a second, a third,
into the crease above the growth, each pressure quick
and light. (Piano maybe,, its sounds autonomous
and empty as an open hand till polyphony
or grace note.) The pressing of his fingers mimes
an ornament that Schumann gave me,
a pirouette of tones, Like the twirling of a skirt,
like the scattering of rain, like my own fingers
Fluttering over piano keys, sheet music; buttons,
zippers, laces; cooking pots and paring
knives; scrapes and wraps and sewing thread. He understands
lightness of touch is how the hands see best,
 
truth that resonates from where his fingers move
to where my fingers rest. I forgive him then.



Ana Garza G'z has an M. F. A. from California State University, Fresno, where she 
teaches part time. Fifty-nine of her poems have appeared in various journals and 
anthologies, most recently in a Silver Birch Press poetry series on sweets. She also 
works as a community interpreter and translator.



The space between

By Jane Ammon

hearing and silence

is where I live.

It’s lonely here,

yet I know I’m not alone.

Words I search for,

Sounds I think I know,

Voices I cannot register fully.

Signs I see,

Gestures I feel,

Cues I understand,

Lips I read and

Faces I seek.

Eyes who show me,

Bodies who tell me,

Pauses who allow me...

In the space
between



loudly silent and

silently loud.
I live here.)

(Mike –insert Jane’s photo and a brief text description of the photo here) 

Jane Ammon is a listener who photographs and writes to be heard. She has
been published in SnapDragon: A Journal of Art and Healing. She exhibited
her photography and writing in a solo gallery show titled "The Clothes They
Came To Us In" in 2014. She lives in PA with her husband, two children and
their cat, Kona.
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By Nina Fosati

I stand at the edge of the pool looking down at the clear, blue water. Five steps, 
thatʼs all it takes. Five steps and I will feel better. Aqua therapy pools are rare in 
Western New York. This one is perhaps rarest of all. It has a treadmill submerged 
in one corner. My son and I searched for weeks for one I felt safe entering. Stairs 
and ladders are difficult for me. We decided this one suits me best.

There are handrails on both sides of the steps, a comfortable distance apart. Black 
anti-slip tape is wrapped at intervals down their length.
Gripping both, I carefully lower my left foot down through the water covering the 
first step. I have lost the ability to sense temperature in my feet. The water barely 
registers. My right foot follows, and I begin my careful descent into the pool. A 
descent I have made two times a week for the past six months. The third step is a 
landing. I make the left turn, the water up to my thighs. On the fourth step, the 
water begins to accept my weight. I hop off the last step, the heated water 
welcomes me, enfolds my body. I live for this moment. The moment when my 
weight lifts off my joints, and suddenly, magically, my friend, my companion pain 
and I, separate. I stand still, soaking up the welcome sensation. Taking a moment 
to savor the feeling. No pain.

Usually, there are others in the pool. The loneliness of being disabled leads to a 
shared comradery. We tell each other about our injuries, our operations. How we 
have failed to heal or re-injured ourselves. We open up to each other about our 
grievances, our trials. We share more quickly and openly than strangers usually do 
because we know our time is limited. We share because the others, the ones who 
live without pain, donʼt understand.
They canʼt.

We are handicapped now, disabled. Our physicians have prescribed this therapy 
because we are beyond the normal bounds of rehabilitation. Our jagged bones 
scrape and grind against each other; our backs send searing pain with each shift 
of our bodies. We try not to cry out, but the pain escapes as moans, sudden 
inhalations, searing hisses. We make the sounds of the elderly. We move slowly, 
robotically, carefully. Intently focusing on each step. The shifting weight. The 
testing before the shift.



I straddle the treadmill. Making certain my feet are off the belt, I press the start 
button and adjust the speed to its slowest setting. Taking my hands off the 
railings, I begin my Zombie-like walk. I tilt and stutter, making my jolting, flat-
footed way down an imaginary path. A woman shares the pool with me today. She 
is doing her exercises in the shallow end. We have never met, but I like her spirit. 
Over my shoulder, I start talking about friendship. A light has recently gone out in 
my world. One of my oldest, dearest friends has died. We were wild together 
once. We laughed at our foolishness without shame.

I tell her about another old friend whoʼd recently found me. I tell her about the 
tenderness I feel for him, for the time we shared. The time when we were finding 
ourselves. Perhaps it is just sentimentality, but I am looking forward to 
reconnecting. I am wondering if it is possible to go back to being close. I turn to 
her and say, "I donʼt know why Iʼm telling you all this."

She replies, "Because you need to."

I think she is right.

She takes a breath, hesitates and says, "Iʼm a loner. I never really made many 
friends, but now that Iʼm 65 Iʼm wondering if I should have tried harder. Itʼs really 
difficult to make friends when youʼre older."

I know what she means. I see her thinking. She is on the brink of asking if Iʼd like 
to go out for coffee, to take a stab at being friends, but we are both in the pool. 
There is nothing to write on, no way to exchange names and phone numbers. The 
moment passes. We will share this half hour, then separate.

Later, as I change in the locker room, I think about Maria. Sheʼd known me at my 
worse. The days when my body reacted like a startled rabbit trying to dart away 
from everything. Every slowdown and brake, turn and flash making my heart race, 
my breathing quicken and my calm fight to break away. For over a year weʼd met 
weekly, and then it was time for her to retire. She knew so much about me, all 
these intimate details and I knew almost nothing about her. I longed for a more 
equitable relationship, to stop the relentless focus on me.

I began to talk about the after, the when we could be friends stage. 
Misinterpreting my eagerness as a preview of the demands I would make on her 
energy, the panic slammed against her eyes, and the furious backpedaling began. 
The rushed statement that her time would be limited for the first three months or 
so after her retirement because of her motherʼs situation. True, but it was an 
excuse none-the-less. I saw her fear and realized I overstepped an invisible 
boundary. Her need did not match mine.



I decided to wait three months before contacting her. At the end of three months, I 
let inertia run and the time without contact extended to six months, seven months. 
Long enough that thoughts of inviting her out to lunch disappeared, and I let her 
go.

My bag is packed with my wet swim suit and towel. My dry underwear and summer 
dress are on. I gently close the metal door of my locker, return the padlock to the 
front desk and head for my car. My time in the pool is over. I must wait three days 
before returning.

Nina Fosati has always been a storyteller. At 58, she believed she was too old to 
be a writer. Then physical and mental limitations struck, and she decided she had 
to try. Finding she no longer functions well in the world, Nina uses impairment as 
the inspiration for many of her tales. Her stories are included in two anthologies: 
“Tales of Our Lives: Reflection Pond,” and “The Spoon Knife Anthology.” You can 
follow her on Facebook where she is listed as Nina Rochella Fosati.



ĈỂĒȄȄ ĈĐẸỆĐ

By Sergio Ortiz

I fled the claws 
of dragonflies, that’s to say
I saw a woman 
singing to her shadow
she sounded just like me
 

~~~~~~~~

he was a no show
at the city without walls
of my heart...
listen to the torn blood 
inside my violin

~~~~~~~~~~

these prison bars 
inside the apple of my eyes 
open and close 
like a hand-held fan...
you’re breaking my skin



Sergio A. Ortiz is the founding editor of Undertow Tanka Review. His 
collections of Tanka, For the Men to Come (2014), and From Life to Life 
(2014) were released by Amazon.  He’s a two time Pushcart nominee and a 
four time Best of the Web nominee.  His poems have been publish in over 
four hundred journals and anthologies.



One of Those Days

By C. Borden

There are days when getting out of bed makes my head hurt just thinking about it.  
You know those days.  They are the days when every muscle in your body is 
screaming,  telling you to keep your butt right where it is.  The days when moving 
even the tiniest bit is like moving a dead body.  Oh wait.  That is my body.  

Yeah.  It is a dead body.  My mind, not always the liveliest to begin with, is the 
only part of my body that is ready to go on mornings like these.  My body is 
screaming for an early grave.  Why else does it weigh me down, feeling like I am 
trying to move five times my actual body weight?

Today is one of those days.  The alarm went off.  I hit snooze.   The animals stir.  
They know it is time to be fed.  I hear the dog in his dedicated room - he likes to 
chew on anything of a wooden nature.  Not great for my furniture.   I hear the cats 
as they moan the blues outside my door.  They are not allowed in my room.  Love 
them as much as I do, breathing in kitty fur all night is not my idea of restful sleep.  
The alarm goes off again.  Wait!  Fifteen minutes has already passed?  

I am still not ready.  I hit snooze again.  I tell myself all I really need is five more 
minutes.  Just five more.  Surely in five minutes my dead body will shed its lead 
weight and be ready to start the day.  The snooze goes off again.  Where in the heck 
did I just lose another fifteen minutes?  I was just thinking about...  Oh never mind.

I hit snooze again.  I swear this is not a daily ritual.  It can’t be, you know.  I have a 
family I have to take care of.  Yes.  Beyond the three furry creatures demanding 
even more insistently that they be fed, I have a husband to see off to work and a 
child to send off to school.  I cannot afford to just lie around.  The fact that thirty 
minutes has passed me by is killing me.  Guilt goes so well with the depression.  
You know that, right?



What depression?  Yeah.  Right.  You didn’t know.  Of course not.  Neither does 
my Doctor.  Why in the hell would I share that with anyone?  Why put another 
label on my back?  Why open myself up to be criticized even more by people who 
mean well - at least they think they mean well.  I have doubts.  

Why guilt, you ask?  Oh yeah.  Let me tell you about the guilt.  Mornings like 
these don’t occur all that often anymore.  However, after days, and weeks, and 
bless me, nearly a month of having nothing but great, bounce out of bed, I love the 
sunshine and the sunshine loves me mornings, when a day like this hits, I know the 
next day will be the same, and maybe even the next.   So, yes, there is guilt.  
Because after stellar days, that you all call ‘normal,’ a day like today means 
anything after getting out of bed is a huge success for me, but also a huge 
disappointment for someone else.

Guilt because days like today mean my family has to fend for themselves, because 
once the immediate burst of energy I am always miraculously able to whip up 
expends itself, they almost literally have to peel me off the floor and help me back 
to this old bed.

Guilt because days like today mean my friends are not going to see me after all.  I 
will not be going to meet for coffee.  I will not be up for chatting on the phone.  I 
will not be sociable at all because every ounce of my energy has to be present in 
this house for as long as I can manage.

Days like today, where this old dead body, that tricks people with its mockery of 
life, that tricks even me as I take another breath and as I feel my heart beat, does its 
best to foretell the future.  This is what it will be like, it tells me.  This is what I 
have to look forward to.  At some point, this will be the absolute best I will be able 
to do - stare at the ceiling.

I guess I should be scared of that.  I guess that in itself should drive me right out of 
this bed.  It should make me flex those muscles that I know work just fine and roll 
this dead body out of bed.

It should...  It doesnʼt...  I hit snooze again..

C. Borden is a business owner, wife, and mother. She enjoys reading, writing, 
traveling, and dabbles in nature photography. When she is not following her 
passion in storytelling, she is most likely enjoying the outdoors with friends and 



family, or curled up with a good book from one of her favorite authors.  You can 
find a few of her works on Smashwords.com
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By Freedom Chevalier

calloused, cracked knuckles defend
against dawn's first flush

chipped nails trim grime-washed
palms, eager to work

tuck shirttail into too-big trousers, straighten frayed cuffs without sleeve-buttons;

hold open doors.

suits, ties, phones, files
corporate-meeting-vivisetion-congregation

per diem procession

Could you believe it! 

In-house coffee tastes like crap! I won't drink it!

I DON'T have any spare change.  He should get a job!

outcast cups catch castaway coins tossed, en route.

8 hours procurement:  $3.50

morning special:
small coffee and any regular donut  $2.00

...a limited supply



evening exigency:
bed at hostel for one night  $4.00

...a limited supply

another biting night on numbing city

cement, huddled between

threadbare sack and subterranean chasm
spewing foul vapors

warming;

carting workmen home to post-bachelor flats

baroque accoutrements:  toilets, hot water

his life furnishes no surplus

Freedom Chevalier is a rehabilitated thespian and the author of countless feature 
articles, several dramatic plays, short stories, songs, poems and even a gritty 
thriller set in the world of Canadian stand-up comedy of the 1990s. She currently 
resides outside of Boston and is desperately trying to get back to the bay...and 
she really has heard every possible joke about her name.



Blinded by Communism: A Review  

By Chris Kuell

A baby develops a bad fever. Despite the state’s claims of the best medical system 
in the world--free for all of its citizens--the baby’s parents can’t bring him to a 
doctor. They can’t pay. The baby grows into a disabled boy who is considered, like 
all disabled people, a burden. Other children tease him, taunt him, hit him, and 
their parents laugh. He is forbidden to attend school. Yet, he sits outside the local 
two-room school and listens to the lessons. Finally, at age seventeen, he is allowed 
to attend a special school for people like him, far away from his family’s village. 
The school is expensive, so he has little money for food. He starves. Teachers beat 
the students. Students who complain are beaten more or thrown out. After eight 
years, the boy, now a man, returns to his village. 
Despite being unemployable, he is taxed at the same rate the state calculates an 
average person in his village would be. Or, often more. He complains, and fights 
for his rights. He fights for the rights of others like him. He is imprisoned for more 
than four years for ‘disturbing the peace’. Once home again, he is placed under 
house arrest and watched around the clock. So are all of his extended family 
members. The police go around and talk to everyone in the village, warning them 
not to have anything to do with the man. 
The electricity and all forms of outside communication are shut off to him. 
Cameras are set up to watch him. Dozens of guards are on duty 24/7 to be sure he 
doesn’t leave his house. The state spends more than the entire village makes in a 
year just to watch and oppress him. And yet, he escapes.

Sound like the plot of a new dystopian novel, or perhaps Christopher Nolan’s next 
blockbuster film? Guess again. It’s modern day China.

‘The Barefoot Lawyer: A Blind Man’s Fight for Justice and Freedom in 
China’ is a memoir by Chen Guangcheng, one of China's most outspoken political 
activists. A blind, self-taught lawyer who, in April 2012, climbed over the wall of his heavily guarded 
home, broke his leg in three places, and still escaped. He sought refuge at the U.S. embassy in Beijing, causing a 
political battle of wills in the middle of some critical trade negotiations. 

Chen Guangcheng’s story reads as though he lived more than a hundred years ago. 
His blindness most likely could have been prevented with antibiotics and limited 



medical attention. But, his family, rural working poor farmers, couldn’t afford to 
take him to a doctor. By the time they did it was too late. He wasn’t given any 

education, or even a cane, yet somehow learned his way around the small village. 
He roamed and talked to people, learning as much as he could from these 

interactions, as well as from sitting outside the school and simply listening. When 
he was finally allowed to go to one of only five schools for the blind in China, he 

quickly mastered Braille and to travel with a cane. He also got an education in how 
corrupt the state is, and how little people like him matter.

Unlike most of the oppressed masses, however, Guangcheng fought back. It started 
with a simple dispute over bus fare. According to Chinese law, blind citizens can 

ride public transportation for free. Yet, everywhere he and his fellow blind students 
went, they were either charged or thrown off the bus. When he supplied proof of 

the law, it made no difference. Only when he had the idea to bring in the media and 
publicize the illegal practice was any headway made. 

Although Guangcheng was fascinated by the law, this wasn’t a potential career for 
a rural blind man in China in the 1990s. He attended a school to learn massage 
therapy, where he and other blind students spent most of their time massaging 

corrupt state officials and their mistresses. But he also made friends, and had them 
read him texts about Chinese law—texts which weren’t available in Braille. 

Guangcheng learned how to file lawsuits and developed a lawyer’s mindset on 
what strategy would work best to fight the state. After he successfully had his taxes 
reduced, as was his legal right since he wasn’t employable or allowed to charge for 
his legal help—other people with disabilities sought his help. He stirred up a lot of 

trouble when he fought to have the state-owned textile mill stop dumping their 
chemical waste into the small village’s river and primary source of water. 

If he had kept his efforts on these lower-level issues, he might have been able to 
continue indefinitely. But the people with power really resented the negative media 
attention, especially when he caught the interest of reporters from Europe and the 
United States. He decided to take on the illegal enforcement of China’s one-child 

policy, in which teams of state-sponsored thugs routinely captured men and women 
with more than one child and forced sterilizations or abortions on them. Women in 
their twenties and thirties with a child were thrown into a van, taken to a medical 

clinic and forcefully implanted with an IUD, then dumped on the ground where the 
cadres had found them.



The barefoot lawyer (so called because, like the barefoot doctors, he was self-
taught) filed a lawsuit against the state. He was bullied, and began a protest in the 

small village square, which was enough for the state to lock him away.

The fact that this memoir was published in the United States lets you know he 
made it out of China. I didn’t find the writing as captivating as some reviewers on 
goodreads or litlovers, but I do appreciate he was writing in his second language 

and a propensity for increased drama certainly helps to stir up activism. He and his 
family are currently in New York, and he’s getting the education he never could 

under China’s communist programs. 

‘The Barefoot Lawyer’ is definitely a worthwhile read, and makes us realize that 
while rights and services for those with disabilities in the United States isn’t 

perfect—it sure could be a whole lot worse.

‘The Barefoot Lawyer: A Blind Man’s Fight for Justice and Freedom in 
China’ by Chen Guangcheng, Henry Holt and Company, 352 pages, 2015

Chris Kuell is a writer and editor by day, superhero wanna-be by night, and activist 
all the time.


